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EXPERTS IN THIS ISSUE...          

Spotlight: Ancient Ireland
B LANKETED across the country of Ireland and reach-

ing as far as the rugged and windswept islands off 
its coast, are tens of thousands of sites that tell a 
story about its ancient past. Long-forgotten tombs, 

majestic mounds, megaliths, and imposing castles stand 
as they have for hundreds, and in some cases, thousands 
of years. Their history is interwoven within a rich tapestry 
of folk tales, legends, and mythology, which bring to life 
the beliefs, culture, and knowledge of the ancient people 
that constructed them all those years ago.
In this issue, we delve into an amazing astronomical event 
that takes place each year - the March Equinox - and how 
it plays out at Loughcrew Cairns. For three days people 
flock to the cairns to witness an event that connects them 
with their ancient ancestors, maintaining a link to the past 
and upholding an annual tradition. From there we pro-
vide you with an exclusive interview on what’s been going 
on near another of Ireland’s famous sites, Newgrange. 
Anthony Murphy gives you a first-hand perspective on the 
discovery of Dronehenge, and he tells you the story of the 
breakthrough discovery in such an exciting way that you’ll 
feel you’re looking over his shoulder and seeing the site 
reveal itself to you too!
Inside this issue, you’ll also find out the true story of Saint 
Patrick, the patron saint of Ireland. You’d never guess 
that a saint had a life that was even more amazing than 
some of the myths that are told about him. And then we 
examine the life story of another interesting character 
from Ireland’s history. But she was no saint! The tales 
of the swashbuckling pirate queen Grace O’Malley will 
remind you that there are two sides to every story; was 
she brutal and thieving, or a courageous freedom fighter? 
You decide.
Like the mist that envelopes the moorlands, so too are 
the origins of the Irish people shrouded. David Halpin has 

joined us in this issue to examine their mysterious origin 
story, a legendary tale which includes Egyptian royalty 
and godlike fairies. And there are many times that history 
mixes with mystery both in Ireland and abroad, so after 
reading about Scota and her kin, check out five of the big-
gest mysteries that face historians examining what went 
on in ancient Ireland. Yes, one of the unexplained topics 
you can learn more about is Leprechauns.
The Baghdad Battery is another source 
of fascination and confusion 
for many scholars. Could the 
2,000-year-old artifact be the 
world’s first a battery? Dr. 
Roberto Volterri decided to 
find out, so he recreated it. 
You’ll be shocked by what his 
experiment suggests.
Finally, we explore the his-
tory and possible future 
of Japan’s Aokigahara 
forest, a site once held 
as sacred but now 
notorious as one of 
the most popular 
places in the world 
to commit suicide. 
But many people 
are not resigned 
to this being the 
forest’s fate and there 
are strong hopes and 
actions to try to turn the 
dark story around.

Anthony Murphy is a journalist, 
photographer, author and astronomer 
who lives in Ireland. He has spent 20 
years researching the ancient megalithic 
monuments of the Boyne Valley.

Dr. Roberto Volterri is an Italian archae-
ologist with specialties in Archaeometry, 
and is the author of more than 40 books 
on ancient and archaeological mysteries.

David Halpin is a writer from Ireland 
who compiles local folklore and doc-
uments alignments between ancient 
monuments.

Anthony 
Murphy

Dr. Roberto
Volterri

David
Halpin

Joanna Gillan
Chief Director, Ancient Origins Magazine
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2,000-Year-Old Bottle Found in China 
Contained ‘Immortality Medicine’
Inside a 2,000-year-old bronze bottle retrieved from an ancient 
Chinese tomb, archaeologists have found the first known exam-
ple of Chinese ‘immortality medicine’ or the elixir of life.
Shi Jiazhen, Head of the Institute of Cultural Relics and 
Archaeology in Luoyang, told reporters that this is “the first time 
that mythical ‘immortality medicines’ have been found in China.” 
About one gallon of the liquid was found in a bronze bottle in a 
noble family’s Western Han Dynasty (202 BC-8 AD) tomb. Well-
preserved human remains, probably the tomb’s owner, and 
other grave goods were also found.
Lab results showed the liquid contained potassium nitrate and 
alunite. These two ingredients were staples in a Taoist elixir of 
life recipe. 
Several ancient Chinese emperors and members of the nobility 
sought out Taoist alchemists who would provide them with some 
sort of substance that would supposedly give them immortality. 
The ingestion of such elixirs, however, certainly did not allow them 
to live forever. In many cases, the elixirs, which often contained 
extremely poisonous elements, (ironically) were responsible for 
the deaths of those who consumed them.

The

NEWS
IN

TEXT BY JOANNA GILLAN

‘Putting the miraculous 
elixir on the tripod’ in a 
Daoist text on internal 
alchemy published in 1615. 
| Wellcome Images/CC BY 
SA 4.0

ARCHAEONEWS
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First Ever Skull Fragments of  Denisovans 
Found in Russia
DNA testing carried out on two skull fragments found within a 
cave in Russia have just revealed that they belong to the myste-
rious species of early hominin known as the Denisovans (Homo 
denisova). 
Prior to discovering the skull pieces, only four fragments from 
Denisovans had ever been found – three teeth and one bone 
from a pinky finger – so archaeologists were extremely excited 
to unearth the first ever skull fragments belonging to this ancient 
species. 
This historic find was made by a Russian team in a cave in the 
Altai mountains in Southern Siberia. Known as Denisova Cave, 
the early human species are named after this remote cavern. 
Neanderthals are also known to have inhabited the cave.
Denisovans and Neanderthals separated approximately three 
quarters of a million years ago, and both left Africa over a quarter 
of a million years ago. It is believed that Homo denisova ranged 
over a wide area of Asia and that they mated with Neanderthals 
and another unknown archaic human species. Scientists have 
not established when the archaic humans became extinct. 
Genetic testing has demonstrated that some ancient populations 
in Asia have inherited up to five percent of their DNA from their 
Denisovan ancestors.

150 Offerings to Maya Rain God Found in 
Cave Near Chichen Itza
A team of archaeologists looking for sacred wells in the 
Balankanché cave system near the abandoned Maya city of 
Chichen Itza, in Yucatan, Mexico, found over 150 ritual items and 
offerings that had laid untouched for centuries.
The  network of caverns was once sacred to the Maya and 
associated with the rain god Chaac. Experts believe that rituals 
were performed in the cave and offerings left there for the rain 
god, who was very important for the Maya in their arid and dry 
homeland. They would have had to crawl into the cave to per-
form these rites and only priests and royalty were probably in 
attendance when the offerings were made. 
All of the items are made of ceramic and include bowls, plates, 
boxes, incense burners, and braziers, and contain organic mate-
rial and possibly fragments of animal bones. Some of the relics 
depict the rain god Chaac. 
If the local inhabitants of Chichen Itza made a great many offer-
ings in a short period, it could indicate low rainfall and a possible 
drought at a given time. Catastrophic droughts are believed to 
have contributed to the collapse of the Maya civilization.■ 

One of many 
ritual vessels 
and artifacts 
found in the 
Balankanché 
cave system. | 
Dennis Jarvis/
CC BY SA 2.0
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The Baghdad
Battery
Archaeologist 
Reconstructs Ancient 
Artifact With Surprising 
Results

Interview with Dr. Roberto Volterri

Text by Joanna Gillan

INTERVIEW

88



I
N 1799, Italian physicist Alessandro Volta created the first 
device that approximated a modern battery. It was made 
using stacks of alternating layers of zinc, brine-soaked cloth, 
and silver. This device, which came to be known as a ‘vol-

taic pile’, could measure an electric current when a wire was 
attached to the top and bottom layers. But was Volta’s pile the 
first battery in history?
In 1936, excavations in the old village of Khujut Rabu, near 
Baghdad in Iraq, yielded a 2,000-year-old artifact that raised 
many questions – a clay pot that encapsulated a copper cylin-
der. Suspended in the center of this cylinder, but not touching 
it, was an iron rod. The cylinder and rod were held in place with 
an asphalt plug. The artifact came to be known as the Baghdad 
Battery.
Dr. Roberto Volterri, an archaeologist with specialties in 
Archaeometry, and author of more than 40 books on ancient 
and archaeological mysteries, shares insights into the Baghdad 
Battery and what he has learned about it during more than 
four decades of experiments and study.
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JG: What do you know about the ancient 
people that once lived in the time and 
place in which the artifact known as the 
Baghdad Battery was discovered?

RV: The Baghdad Battery was created by 
the Parthians, Parthian Empire (247 BC - 
224 AD) or Arsacid Dynasty, one of the 
great Iranian political and cultural powers 
in ancient Persia. The pile only became 
known to the public in 1938, when the 
German Wilhelm König found it in the col-
lections of the Iraqi National Museum, an 
institution in which he worked. In 1940, 
after returning to Berlin, König published 
a book in which he expounded the thesis 
that the artifact in question may have 
been a galvanic cell used to clad silver 
objects in gold. König assumed that the 
object could have been built during the 
dominion of the Parthians, since the part 
of the village subjected to archaeological 
excavations dates back to that period 
(250 BC - 224 AD). However, according to 
Dr. St. John Simpson, from the Near East 
Department of the British Museum, the 
original context of the site and its stratig-
raphy were not recorded correctly.

Top Right, Dr. Roberto Volterri with some 
Baghdad Batteries built by himself. Below, 
the battery that was kept at the National 
Museum of the Iraqi city.

10
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Have you conducted experiments with 
a reconstructed Baghdad Battery? If so, 
what did you find?

I made six Piles of Baghdad and I con-
nected them in a series in order to have 
a voltage of about seven volts. Then I 
placed a small bronze ingot in a glass 
bowl and connected the electrodes (+ 
and -) to the ingot and a piece of silver. 
Throughout the night, a thin layer of sil-
ver was deposited on the ingot, but other 
metals could also be used (e.g. gold!) The 
next day, at the university where I deal 
with Scanning Electron Microscopy and 
EDS Microanalysis, I verified that the sil-
ver was actually deposited on the ingot. 
In practice, it is a very ancient electroplat-
ing procedure, very ante litteram. This 
means that in ancient times, techniques 
were known about that then disappeared 
and were rediscovered in later times. The 
electric battery by Alessandro Volta, for 
example, dates back to 1799!

in ancient times, techniques were 
known about that then disappeared 
and were rediscovered in later 
times

Experiment performed by Dr. Roberto Volterri involving six reconstructed 
Baghdad Batteries, which produced seven volts. Credit: Dr. Roberto Volterri

“During the course of a night, I checked if I could do an electroplating opera-
tion on a lamina cut with the silhouette of the goddess Fenicia Tanit. The 
experiment was successful because a thin layer of lead was deposited on the 
copper foil. Subsequently, I carried out analyses with Electronic Microscopy 
and EDS Microanalysis to verify the real consistency of the lead layer.”
Credit: Dr. Roberto Volterri
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Above, Dr. Roberto Volterri conducting experiments in 1975 / 1976 in a small laboratory built in a cellar.
Opposite, homemade Baghdad Batteries built by Dr. Roberto Volterri.

There have been many uses proposed 
for the so-called Baghdad Battery, from 
medicinal uses to galvanic jewelry, to 
a battery source, or simply a jar of 
parchment. Which hypothesis do 
you think is the most plausible?

My opinion is that a device like 
the Baghdad battery has been 
used both for simple medical 
interventions with low-voltage 
electricity (perhaps similar to “elec-
tro-acupuncture”), because next to 
similar finds have been found metal 
needles, and to plate metallic jew-
elry with noble metals (gold, silver). 
As I have already written, I have plated 
a small bronze ingot with silver using a 
reconstructed Baghdad battery. 

Copper and iron constitute an electro-
chemical pair which, in the presence of 

an electrolyte, generates a potential 
difference (measurable in volts). König 

observed numerous silver objects 
covered with a very thin gold 
patina found in ancient Iraq and he 
assumed that they were plated using 
batteries made up of several cells. 
After the Second World War, Willard 

Gray showed that a reproduction of 
the artifact produced electricity when 

it was filled with grape juice. W. Jansen 
used benzoquinone instead of grape 

juice (some beetles naturally produce 
quinones) and vinegar yielding even 
more significant results.

12
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Do you think it is possible that ancient people 
had a much more advanced technological under-
standing than we give them credit for? If so, 
what has led you to this belief?

At the university, I studied some Phoenician-Punic 
jewels that were the funerary goods of a woman 
buried in the necropolis of Puig des Molins, in 
Ibiza. They weigh 0.07 ounces at most and are 
hollow inside but covered with a thin layer of 15 
microns of gold over an underlying, very light, 
bronze layer. How did they deposit it on another 
metal in the fourth century BC? Perhaps with 
techniques that used low-voltage electricity.
Since the study was done in conjunction with 
other colleagues and in the academic field, it is 
difficult to deal with these ‘heretical’ subjects. I 
showcased the work at a Congress in Mexico City, 
but I could not go into details of the technique 
that may have been used about 24 centuries ago, 
which involved gilding by electrotyping! But the 
jewelry is hollow.
With the method of electrotyping, a gold leaf was 
also deposited on the equestrian monument of 
Marcus Aurelius in Rome. I worked for two years 
to carry out analyses of the composition of the 
alloy used to make a copy, using the technique of 
Scanning Electron Microscopy, but the monument 
is of thick bronze, not of very thin metal like the 
jewels of Ibiza.

It would be very hard to hope to find some of the 
artifacts described in this book in some museum. 
Why? It is simple: because they do not exist or 
have never existed. At least ‘officially’. This work, 
therefore, would like to fill this gap and should be 
understood as a real manual of “heretical archae-
ology”, indispensable to all those researchers of 
the unknown who want to face an experimental 
study on “possible ancient technologies”, with the 
mental openness necessary to undertake a road 
full of obstacles, but above all, with full respect for 
scientific orthodoxy.

Archeologia Dell’Impossibile: 
Tecnologie Degli Dei
By Dr. Roberto Volterri

Probably they had guessed – even by chance – 
techniques, which were then forgotten over the 
centuries.
The ancients, with very poor means, were able to 
obtain exceptional results!

You have written a book with a title that trans-
lates to ‘Archaeology of the Impossible’, in which 
you discuss artifacts that seem impossible to 
have been created in ancient times. What are 
some of the other ‘impossible artifacts’ you have 
researched?

Since 1976, I have published more than 40 books 
on many “mysterious” subjects.
Archeologia Dell’Impossibile (Archaeology of the 
Impossible) is dedicated to those ancient inven-
tions that seem “impossible” because it is difficult 
to believe that many centuries ago people could 
know the principles of chemistry and physics, 
which were ‘discovered’ a long time later.
In the book, for example, I describe The Ark of 
the Covenant as if it were an electric condenser 
in which a lot of static electricity was accumulated 
to generate a violent discharge. The book also 
describes how to make simple static electricity 
generators for experiments. But I also made a 
simple electronic circuit to simulate what would 
have been seen by those standing in front of the 
Ark of the Covenant while it was working.

14



it is difficult to believe that many 
centuries ago people could know the 
principles of chemistry and physics, 
which were ‘discovered’ a long time 
later.

A simple electronic circuit to simulate what would have been seen by anyone in front of 
the Ark of the Covenant. | Credit: Dr. Roberto Volterri 15



The book also describes other “impossible” objects 
such as the “Mirrors Ustorii” by Archimedes or the 
“optical lenses” that in ancient times were cer-
tainly known about, the “Phoenician purple” to dye 
fabrics, the “Etruscan granulation” to make very 
small spheres of gold or other metals, the “Tanit’s 
Compass”, the “Pectoral of the Hebrew High Priest” 
and many other strange archaeological finds that 
were “impossible”.■

Above, Dr. Roberto Volterri with a reconstructed 
“Caduceus Compass”.
Right, earring decorated with bosses, globule clusters, 
rosettes and filigree. Stamped gold sheet, Etruscan 
artwork, 400–300 BC.

16
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IN the European Christian states of the Medieval 
and Early Modern periods, the month of March 
was a busy time in the Ritual Year. 
It was the latter part of Lent. Depending upon 

the year, it might also encompass Holy Week and 
Easter. There were the inevitable plethora of saints’ 
days, including St David, the patron saint of Wales 
on the first and St Patrick, the patron saint of Ireland 
on March 17. There was also Mothering Sunday, 
celebrated on the fourth Sunday in Lent – not to be 
confused with the modern American invention (it 
only dates back to 1907) of Mother’s Day on the sec-
ond Sunday in May. 
In fact, just about the only event NOT celebrated in 
olden times (much to the annoyance of modern-day 
neo-Pagans and Wiccans, who would have us believe 
otherwise) was the Spring Equinox which, inciden-
tally, falls on March 20 this year.
So, let us dig down and look at a couple of calendar 
traditions you might not be familiar with, starting 
with the ‘Borrowed Days’ of March. 
The origins of Borrowed Days are confusing even by 
normal folklore standards but can probably 
be traced back to Roman times, when 
the calendar had just 10 months. 
This was subsequently changed to a 
12-month year of 355 days before, in 
the Julian Calendar reforms, an extra 
10 days were added to the year 
by tacking on extra days to seven 
months.
This has resulted in a belief, since at 
least the 16th century, that the last three 
days of March were borrowed from 
April. Here is an old farming saying from 
Ireland: “Give me (says March) three 
days of warmth and sunshine for my 
poor young lambs whilst they are yet 
too tender to bear the roughness of 
my wind and rain, and you shall be 
repaid when the wool is grown.”
However, (I said this was confus-
ing) there is an alternative belief 
that three borrowed days actually 
bring bad weather, here is a North 

Country rhyme from the early 19th century:
March borrowed of April
Three days, and they were ill
The one was sleet, the other was snow
The third was the worst that e’er did blow
Still confused? Well, there is even a version of the 
tradition that March borrowed its days from the 
end of February, which explains why the latter is the 
shortest month! 
Also, Borrowed Days might not just mean bad 
weather – there was also a superstition that it was 
bad luck to borrow or lend on any of these three 
days in case: “the person wished to employ the arti-
cle borrowed for the purposes of witchcraft against 
the lender.”
Finally, Carling Sunday, an event which, when I was 
growing up in the 1960s, was already largely for-
gotten outside of Yorkshire and the north-east of 
England. Carling Sunday, also known as Passion 
Sunday, takes place on the fifth Sunday in Lent. To 
set this into context: Mothering Sunday is followed 
by Passion/Carling Sunday, then Palm Sunday and 

finally Easter Sunday.
There was a tradition in the Northern 
Counties that on this day you would 

eat a type of dried pea, called a carling 
(pulses, such as peas and beans, were an 
important part of the Lenten diet when 

meat was forbidden) that had been 
soaked overnight in water, then fried 
in butter and seasoned with pep-
per – although some recipes talk of 
them being served with sugar and 

rum. Here is a report from Yorkshire 
in 1810: “The rustics go to the public 
house and spend each their carling-

groat in drink, for their carlings are 
provided for them gratis.”
My only encounter with carlings 
was when I was a schoolboy and I 
would buy tuppenny bags of them 

from the local market to use as pea-
shooter ammunition.■

Charles Christian is a barrister and Reuters correspondent turned writer, award-winning tech journalist, radio 
presenter, podcaster, blogger, storyteller, and sometime werewolf-hunter who presents a weekly podcast:
the Weird Tales Radio Show.

The Borrowed Days & 
Car l ings of MarchRitual Year

Charles Christian’s
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T HE Tara Brooch is a sensational artifact that was 
discovered on a beach in Bettystown, County 
Meath, Ireland in 1850. Today, it is considered 
one of the greatest surviving masterpieces of 

Celtic metalwork.
Analysis of the 8th-century relic revealed that it was 
made with gold, silver, copper, amber, and colored glass. 
Both sides of the Tara Brooch are decorated in fine detail 
and display exquisite craftsmanship. A silver chain of 
plaited wire is attached to the brooch via a swivel attach-
ment. Apart from fastening its owner’s cloak, the brooch 
is thought to have also served as a sign of wealth and 
high status.     
Much of the brooch’s decoration is interlace and consists 
of both zoomorphic and abstract forms, such as scrolls 

and triple spirals. These are prominent motifs in 
the Celtic artistic tradition and are full of sym-
bolic significance. Animal motifs that can be 
detected on the Tara Brooch include birds and 

the heads of wolves and dragons. In the Celtic 
world, such symbols were thought to hold the 

power to protect their users from evil. 
“Along with such treasures 

as the Ardagh Chalice and 
the Derrynaflan Paten, 
the Tara Brooch can be 
considered to represent 
the pinnacle of early 

Medieval Irish metalwork-
ers’ achievement,” writes 
the National Museum of 
Ireland. “Each individual 
element of decoration 
is executed perfectly, 
and the range of tech-
nique represented on 

such a small object is 
astounding.”■

The Tara Brooch at National 
Museum of Ireland. | JohnBod 
CC BY SA 3.0

The Tara
Brooch:
A Masterpiece 
of Celtic Metalwork

BY WU MINGREN
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Lycian rock-cut tombs 
are carved into cliff 
faces that dominate 
the breathtaking 
unspoiled land of Lycia, 
situated in what is 
today the provinces of 
Antalya and Muğla on 
the southern coast of 
Turkey. 
The ancient Lycians 
are among the most 
enigmatic people of 
antiquity because little 
historical record has 
been left behind them. 
But what has been 
discovered reveals 
a fascinating people 
culturally distinct from 
the rest of the ancient 
world at the time. 
Their cliff tombs are a 
sight to behold. Built 
from the fifth century 
BC onwards, the tombs 
were often carved like 
the façade of Lycian 
houses, and had up to 
three levels. They were 
built into cliff faces 
because the Lycians 
believed that a myth-
ical winged creature 
would carry them off 
into the afterlife.

Lycian Cliff 
Tombs

mehmet | Adobe Stock
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Dronehenge

Drought and Drone Reveal Previously 
Unknown Henge of Monumental Proportions

Interview with Anthony Murphy

Text by Joanna Gillan

I
N 2018, a summer heatwave dried the land of the 
Boyne Valley in Ireland, revealing the shadows 
of previously unknown circular enclosures in the 
landscape surrounding the world-famous site of 

Newgrange. One of the most intriguing, was the distinct 
outline of a large henge. It was found via drone video 
footage taken by Anthony Murphy, author, researcher 
and founder of the website Mythical Ireland, who shares 
the moment of the discovery and just how significant it 
really is.

Reconstruction of ‘Dronehenge’ © Kerem Gogus | www.instagram.com/keremgo3d/

INTERVIEW
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JG: In July of last year, you and photographer 
Ken Williams made one of the most significant 
discoveries in archaeology for the year, if not the 
decade – traces of an enormous and previously 
unknown henge in the Newgrange landscape. 
Considering Newgrange is one of the most stud-
ied landmarks in Ireland, why wasn’t this henge 
known about before?

AM: The answer to that is relatively straight-
forward. The henge was likely to have been 
constructed entirely of timber. It was unlike some 
of the other nearby Boyne henges which are 
embanked and are clearly visible in the landscape. 
The field in which the new henge is located has 
been plowed continuously year after year for prob-
ably the last 70 years or so. So the top two feet of 

archaeology has been wiped away. But what lies 
beneath that is effectively hidden from view. Now 
there is some discussion among archaeologists 
about what happened to the soil from the double 
ditch sections which had to have been dug out. It 
might be that subtle surface traces of this which 
might have been visible in pre-plowing days has 
disappeared. But I am speculating here.
The point is that the reason this henge has 
not been discovered previously is because 
it has no surface expression. Interestingly, a 
LiDAR survey carried out for the Boyne Valley 
Landscapes Project by the Irish National Strategic 
Archaeological Research (INSTAR) Programme a 
decade ago did discover the adjacent henge, site 
LP2. A very subtle rise (they called it a “low topo-
graphic profile site”) in the field there led them to 

Newgrange at night. © Anthony Murphy
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investigate further. They suggested the feature is 
a denuded passage-tomb, with a henge around it. 
At the time, the INSTAR geophysics (magnetic gra-
diometry) survey was confined to that part of the 
field. The geophysics revealed the passage-tomb 
and henge. Ironically, the drone images of site LP2 
taken by Ken Williams and I in July 2018 actually 
show more of LP2’s detail than the much more 
expensive gradiometry imagery!
Fascinatingly, the LiDAR imagery examined by the 
INSTAR project did reveal a feature at the location 
of our new henge, but something perhaps unex-
pected. They found a broad raised linear feature, 
with what might be a denuded mound at its west-
ern end. How this fits in with what lies beneath 
the surface remains to be seen. There has been 
some discussion about the possibility that the 

“mound” (it’s really nothing more than a very, 
very subtle rise in the landscape) might, in fact, be 
associated with a box-like or “porch” feature on 
the northwestern side of our henge. Some of the 
post holes there are massive, and it may be that 
the earth was scraped up around whatever giant 
posts were in place there to support them. Again 
this is speculation. At some point in the future, 
archaeological digging may reveal more detail.
Having studied the INSTAR report (many times 
over!), I never would have thought there was a 
giant henge hidden beneath the surface there. 
It’s incredible. It took Ken Williams and me by sur-
prise. But it took the archaeological community 
completely by surprise too. 
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WOW!
I can only describe the next 15 minutes as some of 

the most exciting moments I’ve experienced on this 

earth. I was trembling with excitement. I knew – we 

knew – that we had stumbled upon a remarkable 

discovery.

The newly-discovered henge. © Anthony Murphy
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What was that moment like when you were 
flying your drone over the area and spotted the 
henge for the first time? Did you realize straight 
away the significance of what you were seeing?

It was very, very exciting. It happened so quickly 
too. I suppose you could say it was a case that one 
minute, we were just two enthusiasts, photogra-
phers, and researchers with a great love of the 
ancient monuments and landscape, pursuing our 
hobby. And the next minute, we had made one of 
the archaeological discoveries 
of the century! It was a warm 
and sunny evening. The sun 
was low. We had made several 
circuits of the area, looking 
at some of the known mon-
uments. I was on my second 
flight (I landed the drone to replace the battery) 
and was flying towards Site P (an embanked 
henge) for another look when I saw, in the field 
behind it (to the west) what appeared to be a huge 
circular impression. I flew towards it. I could see 
that it was a broken double-circle, and called out 
something like “What the hell is that?” to Ken. He 
came rushing over to me, but his drone controller 
interfered with mine and my screen went blank. 
“What are you seeing?” he asked, as he moved 
away again to reduce the interference. 
“A giant circular structure in the field west of Site 
P,” I replied. 
Ken flew his drone towards it and within moments 
he was shouting out “Wow!” and similar expres-
sions of amazement.
It is fair to say that within moments we knew we 
had made a very significant discovery. 

For a few seconds initially, I wondered if this cir-
cle hadn’t been left by a tractor, driving around 
the field in a circle. But the regular breaks in 
the double circle were too regular, and indeed 
within seconds, I could see that this was a field of 
standing crop (which we later found out from the 
farmer was wheat).
Within 30 seconds of first seeing it, I’m thinking 
to myself “That’s a henge”. There’s really noth-
ing else it could have been. It was huge. At least 
the same dimensions as the adjacent Site P. But 

the nature of it and the com-
plexity of it were astonishing. 
Moments after shouting “What 
the hell is that?”, I could see 
that the broken double circle 
was further surrounded by two 
concentric rings of dots – what 

we now refer to as post-holes (on best current 
assumptions, until archaeological digging reveals 
otherwise).
Within that first 30 seconds after first seeing it, I 
suppose you could say I was in a state of disbelief 
and shock. But when Ken brought his drone down 
and we were both seeing the same thing, I knew 
it wasn’t an illusion. I can only describe the next 
15 minutes as some of the most exciting moments 
I’ve experienced on this earth. I was trembling 
with excitement. I knew – we knew – that we had 
stumbled upon a remarkable discovery. We both 
know the Brú na Bóinne landscape very well. We 
both grew up in nearby Drogheda, and we’ve both 
been photographing prehistoric monuments for 
years. We knew that nothing of this nature had 
been seen in that location on any archaeological 
map or in any geophysics.

“What are you seeing?”...

“What the hell is that?”

Photos © Anthony Murphy
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Your discovery prompted a detailed investiga-
tion by the National Monuments Service, which 
subsequently identified 22 archaeological mon-
uments and features that were either previously 
unknown or only partially recorded. How has 
knowledge of the prehistoric landscape around 
Newgrange changed since your discovery?

Firstly, I should clarify something. Several of 
the archaeological features described in the 
National Monuments Service in its Interim Report 
(released on winter solstice 2018), were in fact 
discovered by Ken Williams and me during our 
aerial imaging of the fields around Newgrange on 
both the evening of discovery (July 10, 2018) and 
subsequent days. The report is very impressive, 
in that the archaeologists were able to use their 
considerable expertise to not only describe the 
monuments, but to suggest possibilities about 
what they were. Probably the most impressive 

of these 22 monuments and features – apart of 
course from the henge – is the so-called “Great 
Palisade”. This huge curving feature consists of a 
triple palisade, or fence, which would have been 
made of individual wooden posts arranged in a 
huge arc that extends for several hundred meters 
in a wide arc around the front of the ridge upon 
which Newgrange sits. There has been some spec-
ulation that this might be part of a “super-henge” 
or enclosure extending in a giant oval loop all the 
way around the ridge. If that transpires to be the 
case (and archaeologists will be studying these 
features for years into the future), this is a truly 
impressive construction.
In terms of how it changes our understanding of 
the Bend of the Boyne, it seems that the discov-
ery of the henge and all the other features have 
been a seminal moment in our comprehension 
of the prehistoric landscape, and in particular 
the Neolithic features. Literature about Brú na 

Image from National Monument Service aerial survey displaying new discoveries around Newgrange. 
© National Monument Service
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Drone snapshot of the newly-discovered henge.
© Anthony Murphy

Bóinne has tended – perhaps understandably – to 
focus on the great megalithic chambered cairns 
or passage-tombs of Newgrange, Knowth, and 
Dowth. What we are seeing now is that these 
were just one aspect (albeit a very significant one) 
of a much more intricate and impressive monu-
mental complex. The monument complex wasn’t 
just concerned with death and housing the dead. 
There are huge ritual spaces which likely encom-
passed significant gatherings and events, possibly 
associated with important calendar dates. The 
possibility must be considered that the Great 
Palisade served as a barrier of sorts between 
those ritual (and perhaps celebratory) spaces and 
the more somber spaces of the passage-tombs, 
where the intimate and exclusive ceremonies 
around the bringing of the bones of the ancestors 
to the stone chambers took place.
Of great significance here is the population that 
must have been involved in ritual activity at Brú 

na Bóinne. For years there has been speculation 
and scholarly guesswork at the number of people 
needed to build the great cairns. But when we 
account for the new henges (several were dis-
covered last summer) and all the other features 
in the Bend of the Boyne complex, it becomes 
clear that this was a project – even if activity was 
spread over a few centuries – that was of such 
immense scale that it probably required a signifi-
cantly greater population than could have been 
provided in the immediate area. The proximity of 
the new henges to the river Boyne lends credence 
to the possibility that there was a transitory pop-
ulation arriving and departing on boats – perhaps 
from other parts of Ireland and maybe even from 
further afield – to participate in the building work 
and indeed the ritual activity associated with 
these massive structures.
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What’s your theory about how these henges may 
have been used? Does Irish mythology offer any 
clues as to their purpose?

That’s an interesting question, and one over which 
many experts have deliberated. I am personally 
interested in the work of Ronald Hicks of Ball State 
University in Muncie, Indiana, in this regard. Hicks 
has suggested that one great henge, known as 
Ireland’s Stonehenge, might have been part of an 
Oenach site. These Oenaige (that’s the Irish word 
in the plural) resembled “historical fairs, but with 
political and ritual overtones”. Hicks postulates 
that such large enclosures might have served as 
assembly sites, as suggested in mythology, some 
of which might have coincided with the end of the 
harvest at Lughnasa, or the beginning of winter 
or “dark half” of the year at Samhain. These oen-
aige are “not isolated monuments” but rather are 
parts of complexes that include other monuments 
of various sorts.
There is one intriguing reference in mythology 
associated with Newgrange (Síd in Broga) 
from which I have drawn a speculative but 
nevertheless interesting possibility – that 
the henges might, in addition to other 
functions, have been used as games or 
sporting arenas. The Boyne henges were 
clearly large, open-air monuments allow-
ing for substantial gatherings of people. 
But what was the nature of these gather-
ings? Did they host elaborate ceremonies at 
certain times of the year, to commemorate certain 
festivals or feast days? Were they astronomically 
aligned, to allow for complex observations of 
the risings and settings of sun, moon, and stars, 
as suggested in the folklore about Ireland’s 
Stonehenge? Were they used for ritual sacrifices, 
such as those believed to have taken place at 
Pömmelte in Germany?
In Tochmarc Étaín (The Wooing of Étaín), an 
ancient story preserved in the 12th century 
Book of the Dun Cow, Dagda, the chief of the 
ancient deities the Tuatha Dé Danann, who built 
Newgrange, encourages his son Oengus Óg to go 
there and to take possession of it from its owner, 
Elcmar:
Elcmar will be at Cnocc Síde in the Bruig with no 
weapon but a fork of white hazel in his hand; he 
will be wearing a cloak with a gold brooch in it, 
and he will be watching the three fifties of youths 
at play on the playing field.
Where might this “playing field” be located? The 
Bend of the Boyne is a natural amphitheater. 

Newgrange sits on the crest of a ridge allowing 
panoramic views of the area. An observer, such 
as Elcmar, standing on the top of Síd in Broga 
(Newgrange) would, in the Neolithic, have a 
sweeping view over a spectacular complex of huge 
and diverse monuments. A series of seven henges 
would be visible from the great passage-tomb, 
including the one we discovered which has 
become known as ‘Dronehenge’. If there were 
sporting activities involving 150 people, certainly 
one can imagine the giant henges as suitable play-
ing fields.

You have recently commissioned the 3D com-
puterized reconstruction of what the henge 
originally looked like. How much of this process 
was interpretative, and how much of it reflects 
known features and materials of the prehistoric 
henge?

The 3D reconstructions are conceptual, based 
loosely around what we can speculate about 

the features as they presented in the drone 
imagery. We are dealing with a best-guess 

scenario combined with the opinions of 
archaeologists as to what the markings in 
the drone images might represent. There 
seems little dispute about the idea that 
the two outer rings of “dots” or “holes” 

probably supported large upright tim-
bers. This was certainly the case at a much 

smaller timber circle at Knowth. But there are 
many questions. How tall were these posts? Were 
they free-standing? Did they support something 
else, a bigger structure? Were they designed to 
act as a barrier of sorts, a demarcation between 
the sacred space and that which lay outside it? 
The double ring of segmented ditch features are 
just that, we are told – elongated holes in the 
ground. The reconstruction carried out by Kerem 
Gogus is based partly on other models that have 
been produced of henge or timber enclosure 
sites, but it is all we can hope to show for now, 
unless more conclusive evidence of the nature of 
the construction turns up during future archae-
ological digging. One of the greatest differences 
between a timber henge and a passage-tomb 
is that the latter is made from stone, while the 
former is made from wood, which is a perishable 
material that rots and vanishes with time. What 
we are left with are marks in the ground. We 
might never know the true nature of these timber 
henges.
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Reconstruction of ‘Dronehenge’ © Kerem Gogus | 
www.instagram.com/keremgo3d/
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Dug out ditches can be seen on this reconstruction image. 
© Kerem Gogus | www.instagram.com/keremgo3d/
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The reconstruction shows a series of dug out 
ditches. What purpose would they have served?

My own knowledge on this subject is extremely 
limited. What I can tell you is that the double seg-
mented ditch features are not just highly unusual 
– they are entirely unique for any known Irish 
henge. This is one of many aspects of Dronehenge 
that make it utterly fascinating. Archaeologists say 
that the segments are dug-out features, and that 
the gaps or spaces between them are the parts 
that were not dug out. In this respect, Dronehenge 
somewhat resembles a causewayed enclosure. 
What purpose did those ditch sections serve? I 
honestly do not know. 

Your discovery suggests that drone technology 
has serious potential for the field of archaeol-
ogy and could drastically change how research 
is conducted in the future. How much of ancient 
Ireland do you believe is yet to be discovered? Do 
you think drones will become essential tech in 
every archaeologist’s toolkit?

Ireland is a mosaic of archaeology. You cannot 
walk across Ireland without being more than a 
couple of hundred meters from some archae-
ological monument or remnant of the past. 
A huge amount of our archaeology has been 
damaged or destroyed by agricultural activity, 
especially since the introduction of mechanized 
agriculture. Tillage activity, particularly in the 
eastern portion of Ireland, has wiped away many 
monuments from the surface, but thankfully the 
plow only goes down into the soil by about two 
feet, so many of the archaeological features or 
remnants of these monuments still exist beneath 
the surface. Drones, which are a very new tech-
nology, will almost certainly become a mainstay 
in the archaeologist’s toolbox. Aerial surveying is 
becoming a hugely important aspect of archae-
ological research. The drought of 2018 provided 
a once-in-a-generation opportunity to discover 
previously unknown monuments and archaeology 
beneath the surface. Sadly though, the Irish State 
is not sufficiently equipped or funded to provide 
ongoing aerial monitoring. Many of the monu-
ments discovered during last year’s drought were 
found by amateurs flying drones. The publicity 
around our discovery of Dronehenge resulted in 
a huge number of discoveries around the country 
as drone owners and photographers took to the 
skies after seeing what we had found.

Even now, in 2019, I am using Google Earth to dis-
cover previously unrecorded monuments. Google 
Earth updated its imagery for eastern Ireland with 
satellite photos taken during the 2018 drought. So 
far, I have found 100 unrecorded monuments or 
archaeological features, which I have reported to 
the National Monuments Service here.
The last time we had conditions like this was in 
1976 – long before drones existed and when 
aerial surveying for archaeological purposes was 
an expensive, exclusive, and underfunded affair. 
Even today there is no ongoing monitoring, so 
amateurs will still have a significant role to play 
in the discovery and recording of archaeology in 
Ireland. And drones will undoubtedly be a critical 
aid in future discoveries.■

www.mythicalireland.com

36



37



38



The Life of Saint Patrick
The True Story is More Exciting Than the Legends

By Joanna Gillan

IN the 1,600 years since Saint Patrick 
preached his way across the Emerald Isle, 
the legends and folk stories surrounding his 
life have become ever more ingrained in the 

Irish culture. He is credited with expelling all 
snakes from Ireland and using a shamrock – a 
three-leaf clover – to explain the Holy Trinity 
to the Pagan Irish. Stories of expelling demons 
and engaging in duels with the powerful Druids 
have been passed down over generations, but 
in many ways, the true facts of Patrick’s life are 
even more dramatic than the tales.
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Patrick was born into a wealthy family in Roman 
Britannia in 385 AD and originally carried the 
name Maewyn Succat. He lived a relatively peace-
ful existence until the age of 16, when he was 
torn from his home by Irish pirates and taken as 
a slave.  He was sold to a local chieftain in Ireland 
named Miliue of Antrim and was forced to herd 
sheep and swine for six years, bitterly isolated and 
poorly clothed for the harsh winters.
In Saint Patrick’s Confessio, he reflected on the 
reason for these events:
“At that time, I did not know the true God. I 
was taken into captivity in Ireland, along with 
thousands of others. We deserved this, because 
we had gone away from God, and did not keep 
his commandments. We would not listen to our 
priests, who advised us about how we could be 
saved. The Lord brought his strong anger upon us 
and scattered us among 
many nations even to 
the ends of the earth. It 
was among foreigners 
that it was seen how lit-
tle I was.”
It was during this time 
as a slave that Patrick 
turned to religion and 
pleaded to God for a 
way to escape his hell. 
Finally, his answers came 
in the form of a vision, in 
which he was told to flee to the coast, where a 
ship would be waiting to take him home. Patrick 
made a break for it and traveled through 185 
miles of wilderness to the shoreline. Just as he 
had dreamed, a British ship stood waiting. Patrick 
boarded the ship and went home. 
He hadn’t been home long before another vision 
came to him. This time, he dreamed that the peo-
ple of Ireland were beckoning him to come and 
bring them Christianity. He describes the vision in 
his memoir:
“I saw a man coming, as it were from Ireland. His 
name was Victoricus, and he carried many letters, 
and he gave me one of them. I read the heading: 
‘The Voice of the Irish.’ As I began the letter, I 
imagined in that moment that I heard the voice 
of those very people who were near the wood of 
Foclut, which is beside the western sea—and they 
cried out, as with one voice: ‘We appeal to you, 
holy servant boy, to come and walk among us’.”
The vision prompted Patrick to train for the priest-
hood. He traveled to Gaul, where after many years 
of study, he was ordained by St. Germanus, the 
Bishop of Auxerre, and sent to take the Gospel to 
Ireland. He arrived in Slane, Ireland on March 25, 
433 AD and began his mission. 

he was torn 
from his home 
by Irish pirates 
and taken as a 
slave
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Pagan-Christian Fusion

Patrick’s goal of seeing Pagan Ireland converted 
did not sit well with the locals at first. It is recorded 
in the Annals of the Kingdom of Ireland that he 
was temporarily imprisoned, and several attempts 
were made on his life. Patrick took to carrying a 
dagger. 
However, Patrick found a method that would even-
tually succeed, enabling him to convert the Irish 
without either sword or army. As well as working 

to build alliances 
with local leaders, he 
popularized the faith 
by harnessing the 
knowledge he had 
gained of the native 
language, culture, 
and religion during 
his time in slavery, 
and used this to 
merge Irish lore and 
celebrations with 
Christianity. 
He moved the dates 
of early Christian cel-

ebrations to dates that were sacred to the Pagans 
and merged Christian symbols with Pagan ones so 
that the new religion could be more easily assim-
ilated. An 18th-century historical account records 
that Saint Patrick used the shamrock, a three-leaf 
clover, to explain the Holy Trinity. In Pagan Ireland, 
three was a significant number and the Irish had 
many triple deities. The triple spiral symbol, or 
Triskelion, appears at many ancient megalithic 
and Neolithic sites in Ireland.
As stated in the Annals of the Kingdom of Ireland:
“Nothing is clearer than that Patrick engrafted 
Christianity on the Pagan superstitions with so 
much skill, that he won the people over to the 
Christian religion before they understood the 
exact difference between the two systems of 
belief.”
Saint Patrick established the first church at a place 
called Saul, in Northern Ireland, and after that, 
he planted more and more churches as he criss-
crossed his way through Ireland. The Annals of the 
Kingdom of Ireland record that:
“It was by him that many cells, monasteries, and 
churches were erected throughout Ireland; seven 
hundred churches was their number. It was by him 
that bishops, priests, and persons of every dignity 
were ordained; seven hundred bishops, and three 
thousand priests [was] their number.”
In just a few decades, Saint Patrick had converted 
all of Ireland to Christianity.

he was temporarily 
imprisoned, and 

several attempts 
were made on his 

life. Patrick took 
to carrying a 

dagger
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Banishing the Snakes from Ireland

One of the most famous legends Saint Patrick is 
associated with is his supposed banishing of all 
snakes from Ireland. According to the story, Patrick 
drove snakes into the sea after they attacked him 
during a 40-day fast that he was undertaking on 
top of a hill.  
However, post-glacial Ireland never had snakes. 
Water has surrounded Ireland since the end of the 
last glacial period, preventing snakes from slither-
ing over; before that, it was blanketed in ice and 
too chilly for the cold-blooded creatures. 
The legend of Saint Patrick and the snakes is rather 
an allegory for his eradication of Pagan ideology. 
When Patrick drives the snakes out of Ireland, it 
is symbolically saying that he cast out the old reli-
gion and brought in a new one.
 
Death and Legacy

Saint Patrick’s death is recorded in the Annals of 
the Kingdom of Ireland in the year 493 AD when 
he is said to have been 122 years old, although 
many historians believe he died in the year 461 
AD. 
The date of his death was March 17, the day that 
is now celebrated in Ireland and around the world 
as Saint Patrick’s Day. 
Not everyone in Ireland feels affection towards 
Saint Patrick. His conversion of the Irish resulted 
in the abandonment of thousands of years of tra-
dition, culture, and beliefs that had been held by 
the Irish people, and magnificent megalithic sites 
that had been constructed with immense effort 
and served as centers of ritual and celebration fell 
out of use. 
Nevertheless, there is much that he can be cred-
ited for and his legacy remains very much alive 
today throughout Ireland and among the millions 
of Irish diaspora across the world.
“The monasteries he founded or encouraged 
became centers of literacy and learning, sprawl-
ing universities devoted to knowledge, which 
would in time serve to collect and preserve the 
written record of western civilization after the fall 
of Rome”, writes Professor of Philosophy Joshua 
J Marck. “The Roman Empire had never invaded 
Ireland and so the land was relatively unaffected 
by its fall. In the Christian monasteries of Ireland, 
the great written works of the past were copied 
and preserved for future generations. Through his 
vision and mission, St. Patrick changed not only 
Ireland, but the world.”■
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 Saint Patrick stained glass window. 
| Sicarr/CC BY 2.0
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Humans have looked to the 
celestial bodies to guide their 
farming, hunting, navigation, and 
even succession of rulers and 
deciding when to go to war.
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More Than Tombs

Archaeologists believe that the Loughcrew cairns 
mark the sites where prominent people, such as 
priests or chieftains, were buried. However, the 
Loughcrew cairns were more than just tombs. 
They were also ritual monuments and temples 
where people gathered to celebrate their ances-
tors, gods, and nature.
Their astronomical alignments also suggest 
another purpose. For thousands of years, humans 
have looked to the celestial bodies to guide their 
farming, hunting, navigation, and even succession 
of rulers and deciding when to go to war.  In the 
case of Loughcrew, their alignments were most 
probably related to agriculture. The apparent 
motion of the sun, as well as the stars, can be 

used to indicate the beginning and end of seasons. 
Thus, the motion of the sun would tell farmers 
when they needed to start planting or harvesting 
their crops. Knowing the motion of the sun would 
have been very important to the Neolithic farm-
ers of Ireland and they would have considered 
it worthwhile to invest in such time-consuming 
projects. 
The 32 recorded cairns at Loughcrew, which date 
back to at least the sixth millennium BC, are 
spread over four rolling hills: Carnbane West, 
Carrickbrack, Carnbane East, and Patrickstown. 
The main concentrations are on Carnbane East, 
where Cairn T is the centerpiece, and Carnbane 
West, where the Cairn L is located. While T and L 
are the most significant cairns, the other cairns all 
carry unique features and alignments.
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Loughcrew Passage Tomb Cairn T.
Rob Hurson / CC BY SA 4.0
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Cairn L and the Whispering Stone

Carnbane West consists of 15 cairns, including one 
of the most significant tombs – Cairn L. In Cairn 
L, there is a mysterious standing stone known as 
the whispering stone, which is believed to have 
originally been free standing with the cairn built 
around it. 
The passageway that leads to the tomb’s 
chamber is aligned so that in early 
November and early February, the 
sun shines into the chamber and 
illuminates the top of the whis-
pering stone at sunrise. As the 
sun rises, the beam of light illu-
minating the chamber moves to 
the right to illuminate a basin con-
taining a chamber stone decorated 
with engravings. This takes place on 
the cross-quarter days that are half-
way between the autumnal equinox and 
the winter solstice and half-way between 
the winter solstice and the spring equinox. These 
days were celebrated by the ancient Celts with the 
festivals of Samhain, which is celebrated October 
31 – November 1 and Imbolc, which is celebrated 
on February 1.

Cairn T Lights Up at the Equinoxes

The other group of cairns is known as Carnbane 
East, which contains another significant tomb 
known as Cairn T. Cairn T is surrounded by 38 

kerbstones (an enclosure of stones that sits around 
a grave to mark its boundary). There is one large 
kerbstone located on the north side of the cairn 
with armrests or “horns”, which is called the Hag’s 
Chair. 
The name of the hills upon which the Loughcrew 
cairns are built is Sliabh na Callaighe, which trans-
lates to “Mountain of the Witch”. As the Loughcrew 

Megalithic Centre relates:
“The story goes that to rule over all of 

Ireland the Hag (or witch) had to com-
plete a feat of enormous strength. She 
had to leap from hill to hill with stones 
in her apron. As she jumped from 
peak to peak, she dropped a handful 
of stones. These stones became the 
cairns. On her final jump, to make her 

mistress over all of Ireland, she broke 
her neck and was buried under the 

stones on the side of the hill.”
According to local folklore, Hag’s Chair is 

the seat upon which the mythical hag sat to 
watch the stars.
The kerbstone itself appears to be aligned with the 
pole star, which at the time would have been the 
star Thuban rather than Polaris. More technically, 
it is aligned with the celestial North Pole and thus 
whatever star would have been closest to it at the 
time. Surrounding Cairn T are smaller cairns, which 
are in a poorer state of preservation, though some 
of them are known to have astronomical and cardi-
nal alignments too. One is aligned due South, and 
another is aligned to sunrise on the cross-quarter 
days like Cairn L in Carnbane West.  

Hag’s Seat at Loughcrew. 
Eric Jones/CC BY SA 2.0
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Cairn T is decorated with engravings, many of 
which resemble flowers and combs. On either 
side of the entrance to the passage that leads 
to the burial chamber are engraved stones. 
A sill stone marks the division between 
the passage and the chamber. The 
chamber itself is cruciform, with 
three wings to the South, West, 
and North. The entrance is to the 
East. Each of the three wings is 
sectioned off with sill stones. 
The western section of the tomb 
has an engraved stone recessed 
into it. The stone is richly dec-
orated with engravings. On the 
spring and autumnal equinoxes, 
a rectangular beam of sunlight illu-
minates the engraved stone recessed 
into the western wall of the chamber. As 
the sun rises, it moves off to the right. The sym-
bols on the stone may be related to marking the 
exact time of the equinox, though without written 
records we cannot be sure.

The Spring Equinox

This year, the spring equinox is on March 20. The 
March equinox is the halfway point between the 
summer and winter solstices. At Loughcrew, the 

equinox experience can be witnessed for three 
days, when the backstone in Cairn T is lit up by 
the morning sunlight shining down the pas-

sageway. Since the distant past, the ancient 
burial grounds of Loughcrew have been 

a location where people have cele-
brated this celestial event. Today, 

people still flock to the site on the 
equinoxes to witness the breath-
taking view of the beam of 
sunlight shining down the dark 
tomb, marking the passage of 
time and connecting them with 
the traditions of their ancestors.

In recent years, the Loughcrew 
complex has been the site for 

meditation, yoga, drumming, 
ancient mythology, and holistic ther-

apy events at the spring equinox, which 
typically run for three days – the day before, day 

of, and day after the equinox. Cairn T is the main 
site of interest for visitors who wish to witness 
the spring sunrise spectacle, which lasts for about 
50 minutes. This year, it will not be possible to 
access the cairn on the March 20 equinox as it is 
under conservation by the Office of Public Works. 
Nevertheless, it is expected that people will still 
flock to the ancient site on this astronomically 
significant day.■  

Olliebailie / CC BY SA 4.0
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On the spring and autumnal 
equinoxes, a rectangular beam of 
sunlight illuminates the engraved 
stone recessed into the western 
wall of the chamber.

Loughcrew Passage Tomb Cairn T.
Rob Hurson / CC BY SA 4.0
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Loughcrew Passage Tomb cairn T with another satellite 
tomb. This is likely cairn S. | Rob Hurson/CC BY SA 4.0
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Grace O’Malley
The 16th Century Pirate 
Queen of Ireland

By Joanna Gillan

GRACE O’Malley was Queen of Umaill, chieftain of 
the O Maille clan, a rebel, seafarer, and fearless 

leader, who challenged the turbulent politics of 16th 
century England and Ireland. While Irish legends 
have immortalized Grace as a courageous woman 
who overcame boundaries of gender imbalance and 
bias to fight for the independence of Ireland and 
protect it against the English crown; to the English, 
she was considered a brutal and thieving pirate, who 
controlled the coastlines through intimidation and 
plunder.

Seafaring Origins

Grace O’Malley was born in Ireland in around 1530, 
as a daughter of the wealthy nobleman and sea 
trader Owen O’Malley. Upon his death, she inherited 
his large shipping and trading business. From her 
earliest days, she rejected the role of the 16th-cen-
tury woman, instead embracing life on the sea with 
the fleet of O’Malley trading ships. The income from 
this business, as well as land inherited from her 
mother, enabled her to become rich and somewhat 
powerful.
During a time when Ireland was ruled by dozens 
of local chieftains, O’Malley (also known 
in legends as Granuaile) com-
manded hundreds 

of men and some 20 ships in raids on rival clans and 
merchant ships. She also ran afoul of government 
officials, who made repeated attempts to curb her 
activity.
Under the policies of the English government at the 
time, the semi-autonomous Irish princes and lords 
were left mostly to their own devices. However, this 
was to change over the course of O’Malley’s life as 
the Tudor conquest of Ireland gathered pace and 
more and more Irish lands came under their rule.
The O’Malleys were one of the few seafaring families 
on the west coast, and they built a row of castles 
facing the sea to protect their territory. From their 
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base at Rockfleet Castle, they reportedly attacked 
ships and fortresses on the shoreline, plundered 
Scotland’s outlying islands, and taxed all those who 
fished off their coasts, which included fishermen 
from as far away as England. O’Malley’s ships would 
stop and board the traders and demand either cash 
or a portion of the cargo in exchange for safe passage 
the rest of the way to Galway. Resistance was met 
with violence and even murder.

Facing the English

Ambitious and fiercely independent, her exploits 
eventually became known through all of Ireland and 
England. By March 1574, the English felt they could no 
longer ignore her ‘predatory sieges’, so a force of ships 
and men laid siege on O’Malley in Rockfleet Castle. 
Within two weeks, the Pirate Queen had turned her 
defense into an attack, and the English were forced 
to make a hasty retreat. But such victories could not 
go on forever. The English had been changing the 
traditional laws of Ireland, outlawing the system 
of electing chieftains, and O’Malley was a threat to 

their aims.
At the age of 56, 

O’Malley was finally captured by Sir 
Richard Bingham, a ruthless governor that was 

appointed to rule over Irish territories. She closely 
escaped the death sentence, and over the course of 
time her influence, wealth, and lands faded until she 
was on the brink of poverty. After hearing about the 
capture of her brother and son, O’Malley petitioned 
the Crown for redress, and then set sail for England. 
During a historic 1593 meeting with Queen Elizabeth 
I, she somehow managed to convince the Queen to 
free her family and restore much of her land and 
influence.

The legacy of an Irish Pirate Queen

During the 70 years of her life, Grace O’Malley built 
a notable political influence with the surrounding 
nations, as well as great notoriety at sea, making her 
one of the most important figures of Irish folklore. 
She successfully protected the independence of her 
lands during the time when much of Irish land fell 
under English rule.
Grace O’Malley finally died around 1603, in Rockfleet 
Castle. Many folk stories, songs, poems, and musicals 
about O’Malley have continued to this day, preserv-
ing the legend of the Pirate Queen.■

‘Twas a proud and stately castle 
In the years of long ago
When the dauntless Grace O’Malley
Ruled a queen in fair Mayo.
And from Bernham’s lofty summit
To the waves of Galway Bay
And from Castlebar to Ballintra
Her unconquered flag held sway.

She had strong holds on her headlands
And brave galleys on the sea
And no warlike chief or viking
E’er had bolder heart than she.
She unfurled her country’s banner
High o’er battlement and mast
And ‘gainst all the might of England
Kept it flying ‘til the last.

The armies of Elizabeth
Invaded her on land
Her warships followed on her track
And watched by many a stand
But she swept her foes before her
On the land and on the sea
And the flag of Grace O’Malley
Waved defiant, proud and free.

~Extract from the song ‘Granuaile,’ believed 
to have originated in Co. Leitrim about 1798, 
with the survivors from Mayo of the Battle at 
Ballinamuck between the Franco-Irish forces 
and the English.
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Can it be Traced 
to the Fertile 
Crescent and an 
Exiled Egyptian 
Princess?

Irish Ancestry

Interview with David Halpin

Text By Micki Pistorius

INTERVIEW
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L IKE the mists enveloping the moorlands of Ireland, 
so are the myths shrouding its ancestry, with 
legends of the mighty Tuatha Dé – Tribe of the 
Gods – and tales of the Fairies of the Otherworld. 

But most intriguing is the reference to Scota, founding 
mother of Ireland, being a descendant of Egyptian royalty 
and recent archaeological evidence pointing to an ancient 
Egyptian link. David Halpin, a local folklore researcher from 
Carlow, Ireland, delves into an intriguing mystery.
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MP: It is believed that the Tuatha Dé ruled Ireland 
from the Hill of Tara from 1897 to 1700 BC. Who 
were these ‘People of God’ with their magical 
powers who came in mysterious ships? And are 
there phonetic comparisons within Egyptian 
hieroglyphics?

DH: There is no definitive consensus regarding the 
Tuatha Dé/ Tuatha Dé Danann and their origins. 
Some scholars look to the traditional translation 
of their title, which, depending on your decision, 
will define the answer you arrive at. Tuatha Dé 
Danann means ‘People of the Goddess Danu, 
whereas Tuatha Dé means ‘Tribe of the Gods’. 
Others, including myself, have asked whether 
there might be another consideration, possibly 
hinting at new variations. These are the academ-
ically accepted views. However, if we look at 
the transcribed oral traditions concerning these 
‘people’, we discover very unusual characteristics 
concerning both how they arrived and the powers 
they were said to wield.
A curious poem in the Lebor Gabála Érenn says 
this about their arrival:
“they landed with horror, with lofty deed,
in their cloud of mighty combat of specters,
upon a mountain of Conmaicne of Connacht.
Without distinction to discerning Ireland,
Without ships, a ruthless course
the truth was not known beneath the sky of stars,
whether they were of heaven or of earth.”

Because of this and similar descriptions, the 
Tuatha have been associated with being gods, 
angels, fairies, and even aliens. Some of their 
weapons seem to have a high-technology com-
ponent such as arriving in flying ships, replacing a 
lost arm with a robotic one of ‘silver’, and a sword 
made of light.
Regarding the phonetic descriptions, there is still 
plenty of disagreement about this. Perhaps the 
best-known source for these translations is the 
Egyptologist E. A. Wallis Budge, although some of 
his conclusions have been questioned in recent 
times. Where the Tuatha Dé are concerned, Irish 
monks who wrote down the first myths were 
transcribing from an oral source. How phonetic 
descriptions change when translated to a literary 
form is a notorious pitfall and one which can easily 
change an entire meaning with one letter. 
A good example of this is the place-name, Göbekli 
Tepe. If we take this name as it is currently spelled, 
the translation is ‘Pot-Bellied Hill’. However, with 
one simple letter change in the word Tepe, sub-
stituting an I for the E, the translation changes to 
‘The place of first ancestors.’ So, it is a problem 
for linguists when cultures change but the place 
names remain the same just with newer spellings, 
depending on the language.

The Tuatha Dé Danann as depicted in John Duncan’s 
“Riders of the Sidhe”, 1911.
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the truth was not known 
beneath the sky of stars,
whether they were of 
heaven or of earth.
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What is the connection between the Tuatha Dé 
Danann and Fairies in Irish lore?

This is actually a much more complicated subject 
than it may initially seem. When the Tuatha Dé 
Danann were supposedly vanquished, it was said 
that they retreated into Ireland’s ancient mounds 
and megalithic monuments. These places acted 
as portals or passageways into the Otherworld, 
where they are said to reside to this day.
The Otherworld is also the realm of the fairies, 
ancestors, and the dead, so this is where some 
confusion takes place. In ancient Irish folklore, as 
well as more recent accounts, the recently dead 
are often seen in fairy parades trooping from 
stone circles, ancient passage tombs, and fairy 
mounds.
In the seminal study, The Fairy Faith in Celtic 
Countries by W.Y. Evans-Wentz, we have countless 
examples of the belief that someone who dies 
might continue to exist in the fairy realm. Perhaps 
some aspects of this thinking stem from the later 
Christian influence upon Irish spirituality and fairy 
faith. The origin of the fairies in this Christian con-
text was that they were a type of fallen angel who 
existed in a liminal state of being neither good nor 
evil. Some writers have suggested that this may 
explain the almost purgatorial state some of the 
dead find themselves in.
The counterpoint to the Tuatha Dé Danann being 
fairies is that in the ancient Irish texts, fairies are 
already existing in Ireland before the Tuatha Dé 
Danann arrive. The Tuatha are described as gods 
and goddesses in ancient Irish writing more than 
they are described as fairies. Perhaps the fairies 
are animistic spirits in some ways, which are 
born of the land itself? Of course, there are many 
other aspects of fairy lore which pull us towards 
metaphysical speculation as well as demonstrat-
ing an apparently much more hyper-dimensional 
existence.
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The Otherworld is the 
realm of the fairies, 
ancestors, and the dead.
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Legend has it that Scota, the founding mother 
of Ireland, was an Egyptian princess. Lorraine 
Evans in her compelling book, Kingdom of the 
Ark, finds that Scota’s father is actually named as 
being Achencres, a Greek version of an Egyptian 
name. In the work of Manetho, a third century 
BC source, Aegyptiaca, Evans discovers the trans-
lation of the name - the pharaoh Achencres was 
none other than Akhenaten, who reigned in the 
time frame of 1350 BC. Evans believes that Scota 
was Meritaten, eldest daughter of Akhenaten 
and Nefertiti, who fled to Europe to avoid perse-
cution of the priests after her father’s death. Do 
you agree with this explanation?

It is, unfortunately, impossible to say unless the 
proposed ‘Grave of Scotia’ is excavated. Perhaps 
we will find nothing there, but the legends cer-
tainly seem to be recording a well-known and 
long-held belief that someone important is buried 
at this place.
In various Irish texts, Scota is given different lin-
eages. Now, as well as having the difficulties of 
exact information being passed down orally for 
thousands of years, we also have to consider the 
shifting allegiances and propaganda which the 
various peoples and tribes would have attempted 
to claim.
This might bestow a sense of both ownership of 
the land as well as a royal link which could have 
been used to sway armies and kingships to one 
side or another.
We seem to have two different daughters of pha-
raohs with very similar names: Scota and Scotia.
Anyone trying to definitively trace an origin point 
immediately enters uncertain territory once we 
draw from a time period of oral transmission 
of history. Besides the recovery of the legends, 
both victors and losers were capable of a certain 
amount of revisionism to suit their causes. When 
we are peering so far back in time, and certainly 
with a supposed reason of ‘exile’ for her arrival, 
we would do well to tread carefully before decid-
ing upon an answer, in my opinion.  
    
Manetho’s Aegyptiaca claims Scota was actually 
Ankhesenamun, the widow of Tutankhamen, 
while Gaythelos, was Ay, the successor, and the 
father of Tutankhamen. Due to religious conflict, 
Ay’s reign was cut short, and the pharaoh and 
his court were soon forced into exile. Like the 
Irish legends, Ay and Ankhesenamun wandered 
around before settling in Spain. Several genera-
tions later, there was a migration to Ireland. A 
variant myth in the Lebor Gabála Érenn states 

Carrowmore Megalithic Cemetery, County Sligo
Carrowmore is at the heart of an ancient ritual land-
scape dominated by the mountain and giant cairn of 
Knocknarea. Dating back 6,000 years and with up to 
60 megalithic monuments, it is the largest and oldest 
megalithic tomb complex of its kind in Ireland.

Rock of Cashel, County Tipperary
With over two millennia of history, the Rock of 
Cashel is one of Ireland’s most important archae-
ological sites. Originally the traditional seat of the 
Kings of Munster, the fortress later became home 
to a collection of Medieval ecclesiastical buildings, 
including a round tower, gothic cathedral and chapel, 
much of which was damaged during the Sack of 
Cashel by Cromwell’s troops in 1647.

Hill of Tara, County Meath
Best known as the seat of the High Kings of Ireland 
– 142 kings are said to have reigned there – the Hill 
of Tara has also been an important site since at least 
2500 BC, when a passage tomb and other megalithic 
monuments were constructed in this sacred and 
picturesque location. 

Lough Gur, County Limerick
Surrounded by prehistoric ruins, stone circles, ring 
forts, megalithic monuments, romantic castles, and 
ritual enclosures, the ancient sacred lake of Lough 
Gur is steeped in mythology and has experienced 
continuous human habitation for around 6,000 years.

Clonmacnoise, County Offaly
Clonmacnoise is one of Ireland’s most important 
monasteries. Its strategic location helped it become 
a center of religion, learning, craftsmanship, and 
trade, but also left it vulnerable to attack. It suffered 
assaults from the English on 40 or more occasions, 
the Irish 27 times, the Vikings seven times, and the 
Normans six times!

Must-See
Sites in Ireland
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Legend has it that Scota, the 
founding mother of Ireland, 
was an Egyptian princess. 

Meritaten, circa 1351 BC. | Rama/CC BY SA 3.0 fr

Queen Scota Unfurls the Sacred Banner, 1867.

Scota [left] voyaging from Egypt on a ship in a 
15th century manuscript. 
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that there was another Scota. She was the 
daughter of an Egyptian pharaoh named Cingris, 
a name found only in Irish legend. She married 
Niul, son of Fenius Farsaid. Niul was a Babylonian 
who traveled to Scythia after the collapse of the 
Tower of Babel. Scota and Niul had a son, Goídel 
Glas, who created the Gaelic language by com-
bining the best features of the 72 languages 
then in existence. What do you make of these 
theories?

The main problem here is the assumption that 
Biblical history is actual history. This is a lens 
through which the early Irish writers saw the 
world and had no reason or ability to question. 
Many today would doubt any kind of relationship 
between Biblical characters and the first Irish peo-
ple. For the Irish monks, characters like Noah and 
Moses were historical personalities with no ques-
tion marks regarding their existence. They would 
have had no knowledge regarding their earlier 
incarnations as teachers of even earlier people 
and traditions.
Many see strong links between Moses and 
Akhenaten, for example, including Sigmund Freud, 
it should be noted. Noah’s story is certainly a later 
rendition of a Sumerian flood story. Noah himself 
may well be a composite of both a teacher and an 
anthropomorphization of a wisdom tradition.
With this in mind, we immediately have a deeper 
timeline as a foundation of the Scota myth, but by 
following this line of inquiry we must disregard all 
of the later connections out of order as a result.  
In this light, depending upon a proposed biological 
lineage is problematic at the least. Parallel to this 
context, the Tuatha Dé Danann’s link to Nemed, 
a relation of the Biblical Noah, and Scota’s link to 
The Tower of Babel become a matter of subjective 
opinion rather than anything that can be proven.
With Scota, we have a mingling of what may well 
be a memory of an actual excursion by Egyptian-
Scythians, but there is much additional fable and, 
indeed, astronomical and astrological symbology 
here. For example, the father of Scota’s husband, 
Niul, was said to be Fénius Farsaid. Fénius was 
supposedly one of 72 scholars linked to Nimrod’s 
Tower and the dispersion of languages and the 
later creation of new ‘secret’ language of poets. 
Seventy-two is itself a number long associated 
with precession and the movement of one astro-
logical age to another. This, then, seems to imply 
a layer of esoteric tradition upon supposed histor-
ical events.

Irish and Celtic

Symbols5
The Claddagh Ring: The Claddagh symbol has a 
triple meaning. The hands symbolize friendship, the 
crown symbolizes loyalty, and the heart symbolizes 
love which is not affected by time.

Celtic Cross: Stands for 
knowledge, strength, and 
compassion. The four arms 
are elements or directions. 
The ring symbolizes solar 
energy, life force, or God’s 
endless love.

Crann Bethadh: The Celtic Tree 
of Life represents oneness 
with nature, the link between 
heaven and earth, and 
harmony.

Triskelion: The famous Celtic 
spirals and knots show 
movement, cycles, or 
progress such as life-death-
rebirth, past-present-future 
or creation-preservation-de-
struction. It reflects the unity 
of eternal life, spiritual growth, 
and the flow of nature.

Celtic Serpent: A symbol of 
rebirth, wisdom, and healing. 
They know all secrets and act 
as Earth healers.
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Replica of Akhenaten model head, that was found in the workshop of 
the sculptor Djehutimes at Akhet-Aton.| HoremWeb/CC BY SA 3.0
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Establishing Scota’s identity when taking these 
considerations into account becomes as much a 
matter of personal selection of the facts that suit, 
as well as having to discard the information which 
contradicts a chosen theory.
This may seem like an answer which is deliberately 
elusive, but the contradictory accounts, as well 
as the motifs of myth and fable relating to Scota, 
mean there is more to doubt than to be sure of.  
As we were speaking of how phonetic pronounce-
ments can be represented differently according 
to spelling, here is a very curious consideration 
relating to Scota. Niul, her husband, was said to be 
the son of Fénius, as we have discussed. However, 
an alternative spelling for Fénius is Phoeniusa. 
The Phoenicians were well known for their sailing 
abilities and sea-faring trade. If Scota was part of 
a Phoenician expedition her reality and chances of 
spending time in Ireland rise considerably.

The division between north and south Ireland had 
a central site of unity, known as Mide, the ompha-
los of Ireland, where the Hill of Tara is situated. 
It is in the battle for Ireland at Slieve Mish, with 
the Tuatha Dé, that Scota meets her tragic end 
and is killed. The grave of Scota allegedly lies in a 
valley south of Tralee Town, Kerry, Ireland. Do you 
believe this to be her true grave?

Although often greeted with skepticism in the past, 
I have noticed more open-mindedness on this 

matter in recent years. Perhaps this is due to new 
DNA findings connecting the ancient Irish people 
to the Fertile Crescent and Eastern Europe. Many 
Irish megalithic sites are named after figures of 
myth such as Fionn and Queen Meabh. As well as 
this, many mounds and cairns are associated with 
being entrances to the Otherworld and the realm 
of the Sidhe.
Perhaps Scota’s grave is another such legend but, 
as with all of these considerations, we are still left 
with the question of why. Scota, however we inter-
pret her origins, is such an anomaly in comparison 
with legendary figures of Irish myth. We might 
ask why, out of all supposed origin points, the 
traditions tell of an Egyptian princess as opposed 
to an Irish figure. It is this aspect which tends to 
draw writers and researchers to her: Scota is an 
enigmatic symbol of both fierceness, revenge, 
and, indeed, love.
Until such time that the purported site of Scota’s 
grave is excavated, it is these traits which keep 
her immortalized in myth and history. The main 
consideration for those who have opposed the 
excavation of Scota’s grave in the past has been 
that the site may become damaged in the exca-
vation process itself. Today, though, with more 
sensitive methods of archaeological investigation 
available to us, we may be able to find an answer 
to Scota’s identity sooner rather than later.  

Scota’s Grave; an area just south of Tralee in County 
Kerry, Ireland. | John M/CC BY SA 2.0
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Aerial view of the Hill of Tara, an archaeological complex, containing 
a number of ancient monuments, County Meath, Ireland.
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Turning to more tangible evidence than leg-
ends, at the royal site of Lismullin Henge and at 
Eimhain Macha, a skeleton and a skull of Barbary 
apes—dating to about 2,500 years old—have 
been found. What is the relation between these 
apes and the Egyptian god Thoth?

The Barbary ape, as well as the baboon, belong 
to the Old World monkey family found in North 
Africa, Arabia, and Asia. Thoth has often been 
symbolized through the form of a primate because 
of the intelligence of these creatures. In Egyptian 
depictions, Thoth, as represented by the baboon, 
is often shown with a crescent moon over his 
head. Thoth himself was associated, in one of his 
attributions, with a moon god. The Barbary ape, 
as an Egyptian primate, would also have served 
a role as a physical representation of Thoth. We 
have evidence that Egyptians kept Barbary apes 
in their homes as a way of sanctifying their dwell-
ings, but, with respect to Ireland, for sea-faring 
expeditions or trading groups, Barbary apes were 
an easier and smaller primate to transport than a 
baboon. As a symbol of their god, this would have 
been a way to bless their journeys as well as being 
a rare and valuable trade commodity itself. 
It is in this context that the Barbary ape most 
likely found its way to Ireland. By associating the 
ape with a god, the primate would have been a 
totem and spiritual guardian of the recipient as 
well as establishing a bond between the various 
spiritual systems the Egyptian traders would have 
encountered. Bear in mind that irrespective of 
how one interprets the level of Egyptian trade, 
the routes were certainly open into Northern 
Europe, as Barbary apes have also been found in 
Denmark, for example. These apes are not native 
to such climates. 

More tangible evidence is the skeleton of a 
15-year-old boy found at The Mound of the 
Hostages, near Tara, by Dr. Sean O Riordan of 
Trinity College. Carbon dating showed that the 
remains were roughly 3,800 years old. Could you 
please tell us about the necklace that may be 
traced to Egyptian origin?

This adolescent was found with a necklace made 
using faïence beads. Why this is intriguing is 
because the origin of these beads is almost cer-
tainly Egypt. Now, there is further speculation that 
this body was that of a prince, but we are basing 
this on the ceremonial nature of his burial and the 
exquisite objects buried with him as opposed to 
any accounts of his life or identity.
The archaeological investigators, J.F. Stone and 

This page: Relief of Egyptian god Thoth. 
Opposite, from top: Quartzite sculpture of a baboon (c.1400 BC), 
depicting Thoth. | Steven G. Johnson/CC BY SA 3.0.
A Barbary Ape/Macaque.
Blue faïence beads (c.1550), Egypt. 
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L.C. Thomas, after a thorough examination, 
announced that the faïence beads found were 
indeed Egyptian. The reason for their certainty 
was because the beads shared the same man-
ufacturing identifications as other previously 
discovered Egyptian beads. This alone is confir-
mation that Egyptians were most likely trading 
and, perhaps, even spending time in Ireland as 
far back as roughly 1400 BC. This is an astounding 
discovery as it is before the Celts had even arrived 
in Ireland.

What is the current status of DNA findings regard-
ing the relations between Irish and Egyptian 
ancestors?

In December 2015, scientists at Trinity College, 
Dublin and Queens University, Belfast released 
findings which showed that the people living 
in Ireland 5,000 years ago had originated in the 
Fertile Crescent and Eastern Europe. These peo-
ple probably made their way Northwards from 
the Mediterranean region. We obviously do not 
know the exact circumstances of how and why 
these people came to Ireland. Were they part 
of a small trading group or a larger settlement? 
Whatever the answer, the ancestors of these 
settlers ultimately originated from the Fertile 
Crescent and most likely brought agriculture and 
cattle. This in itself offers a tantalizing connection 
between the Hathor cult of ancient Egypt and the 
Fertile Crescent area and the many examples of 
cow worship in ancient Irish mythology and lore.
At the same time, another Irish archaeological dis-
covery is changing what we once believed about 
the first Irish people. In this case, it is the results 
of carbon dating relating to a fragment of butch-
ered bear bone. Dr. Ruth Cardon and Dr. Marion 
Dowd announced that the fragment proved that 
people were living in Ireland as far back as 10,500 
BC, which is 2,500 years earlier than previously 
believed. This pushes the occupation of Ireland 
from the Mesolithic back into the Paleolithic. In a 
further speculation, we might wonder if the very 
first European bear cults associated with Orion 
may have also existed in Ireland at this time. 
Perhaps this may be a further link to an ancient 
connection between Ireland and Egypt consider-
ing the work of Robert Bauval.■
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Ireland 
Mysteries That 
Have Historians 
Stumped

Hy-Brasil is a legendary island that appeared 
roughly 200 miles off the west coast of Ireland 
on old maps. Hy-Brasil is derived from the name 
Breasal, associated with High Kings in Celtic his-
tory. Tales that it was the promised land of 
saints or a paradise where an advanced 
civilization lived have circulated 
throughout Europe for centuries. 
Irish myth says it was clouded in 
mist, bar one day every seven 
years, when it became visible 
but remained unreachable.
In 1325 AD, the Genoese car-
tographer Angelino Dulcert 
identified it as Bracile and it 
appeared in the Catalan Atlas in 
1375 as two separate islands with 
the name, Illa de Brasil. In 1436, it 
showed up as Sola De Brasil in the 
Venetian map by cartographer Andrea 
Bianco and again in 1595 on the Ortelius Map 
of Europe and Europa Mercator Map.
In 1480, John Jay Jr. departed from Bristol, 
England to search for the island. He was followed 

Hy-Brasil: The Legendary Phantom 
Island

5
by two ships, the Trinity and the George, in 1481, 
but to no avail. Nearly two centuries later, in 
1674, Scottish sea captain John Nisbet claimed to 
have spotted Hy-Brasil on his voyage from France 

to Ireland. Captain Alexander Johnson also 
claimed to have found Hy-Brasil, con-

firming Nisbet’s findings.
Hy-Brasil eventually retreated 

into anonymity and map-mak-
ers started leaving it off most 
nautical charts, until it was last 
observed on a map in 1865, 
simply noted as Brazil rock. 
The last documented sighting 
of Hy-Brasil was made in 1872 

by Robert O’Flaherty and T.J. 
Westropp, who claimed to have 

visited the island on three previous 
occasions.

Today, no island called Hy-Brasil exists on 
any maps or nautical charts and no historical 

documents were ever recorded to indicate what 
happened to it. 

1

Unexplai
ned

ODDITY
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The Carlingford Leprechauns: A 
Protected Species in the European Union

Along with the harp and Saint Patrick, leprechauns 
are iconic of Ireland. Generally considered a myth, 
some people firmly believe that leprechauns 
were among the fairies that lived in prehistoric 
fairy mounds. Such is 
the strange tale of the 
Carlingford Leprechauns, 
who are a protected 
species in the European 
Union.
In 1989, a man called P.J. 
O’Hare heard a scream 
coming from the nearby 
Foy Mountain in Mourne 
Mountain Range. He 
rushed over to find 
scorched earth and charred bones surrounded 
by a green suit, hat, and four large gold coins. All 
other items were minute, including the skeletal 
remains. Convinced that these items belonged to 
a genuine, albeit deceased, leprechaun, he dis-
played them inside a glass box in his pub.
Some of the people of Carlingford 
were believers and others were 
skeptics. McCoillte, a friend, 
was curious whether there 
really were leprechauns, 
and arranged a leprechaun 
hunt. He hid five ceramic 
leprechauns and 1000 Irish 
pounds under each for any-
one who could find them. 
McCoillte reasoned that 
searching for the ceramic 
leprechauns may actu-
ally deliver a sighting 
of a real leprechaun. 
The hunt is conducted 
annually in March on a 
Sunday –no real lepre-
chaun is yet to be sighted. 
After O’Hare died, the rel-
ics purportedly belonging to the 
leprechaun remained in the pub, 
except for the missing four gold 
coins. However, years later 
when McCoilte was 
repairing a wall he 

discovered a purse with the missing coins and 
thereafter allegedly began to have encounters 
with leprechauns too.
While walking one day, he saw three leprechauns 

sitting on a rock. They 
ignored him. McCoillte 
and his dog were para-
lyzed for several minutes 
until the leprechauns 
disappeared. When 
McCoillte returned home 
he insisted that he had 
only been gone for about 
an hour and a half, but his 
wife informed him that he 
had been gone for seven 

hours. 
Another leprechaun, called Carriag - who claimed 
to be an elder of 236 leprechauns who lived in 
the nearby mountain – told McCoillte that his 
tribe was the last of their kind, but there used to 

be millions of them in Ireland.  The aged fairy 
claimed that they died because people had 

stopped believing in them.
So, McCoillte and like-minded individ-
uals campaigned for the mountain to 
be declared a protected area by the 
European Union. In 2009, the E.U. 

Habitats Directive agreed to add the 
leprechauns as a protected 

species because they 
could neither prove nor 

disprove their existence. 
The authenticity of the 

Carlingford Leprechauns 
cannot currently be deter-

mined, but they do excite 
thze imagination and cele-

brate Irish cultural heritage. 
European Habitats Directive has 
put up a sign stating: Plants, 
Wild Animals and Leprechauns 
are Protected in This Area. 
Please Tread Lightly. Hunters 
and Fortune Seekers Will be 

Prosecuted.

He rushed over to find scorched earth 

and charred bones surrounded by a 

green suit, hat, and four large gold 

coins. All other items were minute, 

including the skeletal remains.
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3 Fulacht fia: Legends of the Mysterious 
Bronze Age Pits

A fulacht fia (‘burnt mound’) is an archaeological 
feature found in Ireland and other parts of the 
British Isles. In Ireland alone, there are nearly 
6000 recorded sites, but despite their large 
number, the exact function remains 
unclear. The word fulacht fia can be 
found in early Irish literature from 
at least the 9th century AD. 
It looks like a rectangu-
lar-shaped water trough, 
usually lined with either slabs 
of stone or wood, and with a 
hearth nearby. A pile of stones 
in a horseshoe shape that 
have been burnt and cracked 
by heat is also found near the 
trough, commonly located near 
a source of water. Archaeological 
dating of the fulachtai fia places the 
majority of these features in the Bronze 
Age, though some date as late as the early 
Medieval period.   
According to Irish folklore, the fulacht fia were 
the cooking places of the Fianna, the followers of 
Fionn Mac Cumhaill (also known as Finn MacCool), 
said to be the warrior protectors of Ireland. They 
consisted of 50 chiefs, each commanding 27 men 
who traveled around Ireland. The fulacht fia are 

thought to have been built to cook the meats they 
feasted on. However, the lack of animal remains 
around these sites suggests they weren’t used for 

cooking.
Another suggestion is that these were 

used as bathhouses by the Fianna, 
similar to those used by the 

ancient Romans or Turks, as sau-
nas or sweat-houses, and could 
have included ritual bathing. 
The problem with this theory 
is that most fulacht fia lack 
any structure covering them, 
and saunas or sweat-houses 

require a roof to keep the hot 
steam in and provide protection 

against the elements.
Other theories are not based in 

Irish legend: Such as, they were places 
where cloth was prepared, washed, and 

or dyed, or they were used to brew beer. Based 
on experiments conducted, this theory seems 
plausible, but it lacks supporting archaeological 
evidence since there is a lack of pottery evidence 
found at the site. Until further archaeological 
evidence is discovered, one can only speculate on 
the ‘potential use’ and not the ‘actual use’ of the 
fulacht fia.

“Fulacht Fiadh” pit, Irish National Heritage Park. 
| David Hagwood/CC BY SA 3.0
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The last place one would expect to see an image 
of a woman flashing her genitals is a church wall, 
but across Europe, most notably in Ireland, there 
are dozens of them. Most are old women demon-
strating rather exaggerated features. 
Sheela na gigs are carved stone figures which 
were deemed too indecent to merit any scholarly 
attention. Recently this stigma has disappeared 
and they have become a subject of academic 
interest. 
The name ‘sheela na gig’ is Irish dialect but its 
exact meaning is a mystery. According to one 
source, this word may be translated to mean ‘the 
old hag of the breasts’, or ‘the old woman on her 
hunkers’. It may also mean ‘castle hag’ or ‘super-
natural river goddess’. ‘Sheela’ may be the Irish 
form of the name Cecile / Cecilia. 
Most of the sheela na gigs are found on churches 
or castles, especially Romanesque ones, though 
they are also seen at holy wells, tower houses, and 
defensive structures, such as the walls of a settle-
ment. One theory is that sheela na gigs came to 
Ireland during the Anglo-Norman invasion of the 
12th century. This may explain their presence in 
various parts of Europe. Sheela na gigs are found 
in Ireland where invasions took place.
Of the more traditional explanations on their 
purpose is that these sculptures were meant to 
warn people against lust, which is regarded as one 
of the Seven Deadly Sins. Another interpretation 
suggests that they have a protective function and 
they may have been used to avert the evil eye and 
to keep evil spirits at bay. Alternatively, it has been 
argued that they served as good luck charms, or 
to ensure that women give birth safely. Another 
interpretation is that they were pagan idols or folk 
deities, meant to be an embodiment of the natural 
aspects of life, fertility (of the natural, agricultural, 
and human realms) and death. Whilst this is the 
most popular interpretation of the sheela na gigs, 
and the one that has generated the most debate, 
there is little concrete evidence to connect these 
sculptures with paganism.

4 Sheela na gigs: Odd Carvings of Women 
Flashing Their Genitals
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The legend of Irish Milesians is one of the strang-
est stories connected with the origins of these 
islanders. Is it possible that the early ancestors of 
modern Irish people had Spanish roots?
The legend of the Milesians begins in the Holy 
Land when the Tower of Babel still existed. The 
most problematic issue about this group is con-
nected with the original name of the Milesians, 
which comes from the name of Míl Espáine 
(Soldier of Hispania), a mythical ancestor of the 
Irish. His name was Latinized to Milesius, what 
gave the term ‘’sons of Míl’’ or the Milesians. 
The story of the tribe called Milesians is found 
in the Medieval Irish Christian text Lebor Gabála 
Érenn. This text is seen by some researchers as 
related to real Celtic beliefs, but others suggest 
that it is a fictional tale created by Christian 
monks. In the Irish language, they are known as 
“gairthear Mílidh Easpáinne.” The first Milesians 
were said to have been led by a mysterious man 
whose roots may shed light on the true origins of 
the Irish people. 
Apart from the previously mentioned text, the 
man appears in the semi-historical work Historia 
Brittonum (The History of the Britons), which was 
written in the 9th century, probably by a man 
named Nennius, a Welsh monk. He described a 
man whose father was Bile, son of Breogan. The 
grandfather of the man is now known as the 
“Soldier of Hispania” who, according to legends, 
discovered the city called Brigantinum (now La 
Coruña) in Galicia. The Irish legend explains that 
Míl Espáine took the people from his homeland 
and went to Ireland. The people who arrived 
there with him then became the fathers of the 
Irish Gaels.
The story of Milesius is also related to Egypt. 
Legends say that he served as a soldier in Egypt 
and Scythia. He allegedly traveled through Europe 
and became a famous warrior. According to some 
resources, it seems that he could have been the 
husband of the legendary Scota - making this 
story even more incredible. It is unknown if he 
really made it to Ireland. 
This part of the story creates more questions. 
Some resources suggest that Milesius died in 
Iberia, and Scota went to Ireland with a company 
of their eight sons. Another story says that when 
one of Milesius’ uncles, Ith, was killed by the 
Tuatha Dé Danann, a legendary race in Ireland’s 

origins, the invaders decided to take his body 
back to Iberia. Soon after the burial ceremony, 
Milesius also died, so his wife and sons went to 
Ireland without him. Due to the terrible storms 
created by Tuatha Dé Danann magic, many of the 
brave soldier’s sons supposedly died, but others 
may have become the fathers of Irish people. In 
the end, Milesius is known as a head of the Irish 
ancestors - one whose rule started the impressive 
culture. 
It is commonly believed that the legendary 
Milesians and the Gaels were the same tribe. 
Gaels originally came from the south of France 
and the north of Spain. The correlation between 
the legendary story and reality recorded by his-
torical resources seems obvious. However, many 
scholars still believe that the legend was invented 
by early Medieval monks. It is unknown if this 
problem will ever be completely solved.■ 

5 The Milesians: Did the Legendary Irish 
PEOPLE Come from Spanish Galicia?
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Hypersaline water flows from an underground spring through a tight network of channels 
and trickles into a patchwork of some 3,000 shallow pools that cascade down a mountainside 
at an elevation of 11,000 feet. The Salineras de Maras in Peru were created by the Pre-Inca 
Chanapata Culture (200 to 900 AD) and have provided a steady source of salt for Sacred 
Valley residents ever since. The small puddles of salty water slowly seep into the meticulous-
ly built ponds and ultimately evaporate in the warm Peruvian sun, resulting in pink salt which 
is still hand-harvested. The mineral-rich product doesn’t just add flavor, many say it’s also 
good for you with healing benefits of calcium, magnesium, silicon, iron, zinc, and potassium. 
The site is also visited for its spectacular scenery.

Ancient Salt Pools

PhotoElite | Adobe Stock
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By Wu Mingren and Joanna Gillan

How A Sacred 
Forest Became a 
Notorious Suicide 
Hotspot

Aokigahara

T HE Aokigahara forest is situated on the 
north-western side of Japan’s famous Mount 

Fuji. It was born 1,100 years ago, when Mount 
Fuji erupted, spewing out lava for miles which 
later transformed into the 12-square-mile forest. 
For centuries, it was worshiped as a sacred place 
that enshrined dragons and water gods. Today, it 
is a picturesque scene – giant trees, twisting tree 
roots, moss-covered rocks, hidden caves, and 
winding forest trails attract visitors from far and 
wide. But not everyone goes there to see the for-
est. Sightseers with a morbid fascination visit the 
woods to see dead people. 
Aokigahara forest is notorious for being one of the 
most popular places in the world to commit sui-
cide. The number of people taking their own lives 
in this forest is second only to the Golden Gate 
Bridge in San Francisco. At its peak, over 100 peo-
ple a year were visiting Aokigahara to end their 
lives. Nearly half of those who kill themselves in 
the forest are from outside the region, suggesting 
they chose the location specifically for this final 
and tragic act. 
The high number of suicide cases in Aokigahara 
reflects the alarming situation in the rest of 
the country. According to the World Health 
Organization, the suicide rate in Japan is 25.8 
per 100,000 people, which makes it the highest 
among all developed nations. 

For centuries, it was 
worshiped as a sacred 
place
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The forest has long been 
associated with dark 
legends, folklore, and 
historical tales

Ancient Traditions Endure

Although exact figures for annual suicides in 
Aokigahara have not been reported since 2004 – it 
is believed that reports of numbers may encour-
age more people to go there for the same reason 
– it is known that dozens of corpses of suicide 
victims are retrieved by volunteers who patrol the 
forest each year. The bodies are removed from the 
forest and taken to the local station, where they 
are placed in a room used specifically for suicide 
victims. Following an ancient tradition, someone 
has to stay with the corpses during the night, as 
it is believed that if the bodies are left alone, it 
would be very bad for their spirits. It was thought 
that the spirits of these victims would become 
restless and scream throughout the night.
Japanese spiritualists believe that Aokigahara for-
est is haunted and that spirits of the dead enter 
the trees causing paranormal activity. The spirits 
are believed to be hostile, preventing people from 
leaving the forest. 

Dark Beginnings

The forest has long been associated with dark 
legends, folklore, and historical tales. There are 
stories that the forest was used as a site for
ubasate (roughly translated as ‘abandoning the 
old woman’), a form of euthanasia in which an 
elderly member of the family is left in a remote 
area to die (either from starvation, dehydration, 
or exposure to the elements). This was believed to 
have been done during times of extreme famine 
to reduce the number of mouths to feed.
These dark tales were eventually picked up by 
popular media. In 1960, a novel by the name of 
Kuroi Jukai (translated as ‘Black Sea of Trees’) 
was written by Seicho Matsumoto. The novel 
ends with a pair of lovers committing suicide in 
Aokigahara. By the 1970s, Aokigahara had become 
increasingly depicted in popular novels, movies 
and television dramas as the setting for suicides 
and many people believe that the forest became a 
popular place for people wishing to end their lives 
as a result of this attention. This is not entirely 
true, however, as it was common for people to 
commit suicide in Aokigahara long before the first 
novel was published.

Today, the biggest problem is not movies and 
books, but social media. Last year, famous 
YouTube vlogger Logan Paul brought the forest 
into the international spotlight when he visited 
Aokigahara and posted a video showing the body 
of a victim who had hanged himself several hours 
earlier. While the victim’s face was blurred out, 
the corpse was on full display.
Paul’s video sparked worldwide outrage with 
people condemning him for exploiting a person’s 
death for views on his channel, but the damage 
was already done – his video attracted six million 
views before it was deleted. Now there have been 
cases of tourists visiting the forest and asking 
locals where they might see dead people. It was a 
poor decision that nearly cost Paul his career.
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It was thought that the 
spirits of these victims 
would become restless 
and scream throughout 
the night.
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the dark history of 
Aokigahara may one day 
be reversed
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Tackling the Suicide Pandemic

In a bid to discourage people from committing 
suicide, signboards have been set up near the 
entrance to the forest reading “Your life is a pre-
cious gift from your parents.” and “Please consult 
the police before you decide to die!”.
Volunteer anti-suicide patrols also scour the for-
est day and night in the hope of finding someone 
before it is too late. 
Vigilant shopkeepers and local residents do what 
they can to help those entering the forest with 
the intention of taking their own lives. One such 
individual is 60-year-old Kyochi Watanabe, a 
musician who sees himself as a “gatekeeper and 
protector” of the forest. He has spent the last 
eight years using his music to try to lift people out 
of a state of anguish and despair. From his hut on 
the edge of the forest, he blasts out John Lennon’s 
Imagine and other songs that may prompt suicidal 
people to change their mind. Sometimes he also 
approaches them and talks to them, trying to per-
suade them to reconsider. 
It is through efforts like these that the dark history 
of Aokigahara may one day be reversed, returning 
to a time when the forest was appreciated for its 
beauty and worshiped as sacred.■
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Nestled along the 
banks of the Irrawaddy 
River lies Pagan 
(Bagan), an ancient city 
from which rose the 
Pagan Empire, which 
managed to unify the 
whole Irrawaddy valley 
and lay the founda-
tion for modern-day 
Myanmar. A young 
monk looks out over 
the remains of the city.
Between the 11th 
and 13th centuries 
over 10,000 Buddhist 
temples, 1,000 stupas, 
and 3,000 monasteries 
were built in an area of 
40 square miles. Pagan 
became the hub for 
religious and secular 
studies, and monks 
from as far as India, Sri 
Lanka, and the Khmer 
flocked to the city to 
study Abhidhamma 
(philosophical-psy-
chological studies), 
grammar, astrology, 
medicine, law, and 
alchemy.  At the 
cosmopolitan centers 
Theravada Buddhism, 
Mahayana Buddhism, 
Tantric Buddhism, 
and various Hindu 
(Saivite, and Vaishana) 
schools were taught. 
The kingdom was 
invaded by Mongols in 
the 13th century, but 
Pagan and its cultural 
heritage survived.  
Pagan lies on an active 
earthquake line, where 
the latest activity in 
2016 destroyed 400 
temples. 

City of 10,000 
Temples

saravut| Adobe Stock
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KNOW YOUR PHARAOH
By Anand Balaji

Triumph and Tragedy of Twoseret

E
GYPT entered an era of extreme uncer-
tainty at the close of the 19th Dynasty 
(1292 BC - 1189 BC). When Pharaoh Seti 
II died after ruling for only a 

couple of years, young Merenptah 
Siptah was placed on the throne 
by Chancellor Bay – a ‘kingmaker’ 
of Syrian origin. It is possible that 
Siptah was the son of the rebel ruler 
Amenmesse who had earlier vied 
for the throne, and not of Seti II, the 
rightful heir. 
Bay, who had his own devious 
agenda, was clearly not intent on 
doing anybody a favor, least of all 
to Siptah, who suffered illness and 
physical deformity. Instead, by 
having him crowned king, the mach-
inator aspired to pull the strings of 
power from the shadows and, in effect, become 
the de facto ruler of the country. 
Riven by petty politics, usurpation, and 
perfidy; this period witnessed the 
epitome of intrigue when Queen 
Twoseret, the widow of Seti II 
entered the scene. Her royal 
name, Sitre Meryamun, 
means “Daughter of Re, 
beloved of Amun” and she 
is thought to have been 
a daughter of Pharaoh 
Merenptah, the 13th son 
and eventual successor of 
Ramesses II. 
Probably influenced by his step-
mother and regent Twoseret, 
in Regnal Year five, Siptah had 

Chancellor Bay executed. Subsequently, when the 
sickly Siptah died, Twoseret declared herself sole 
pharaoh. She immediately ordered the thorough 

erasure of the memories of both Siptah 
and Bay, and replaced their names on 
monuments with that of her husband 
instead. 
Twoseret ruled with an iron hand and 
displayed incredible determination 
in dealing with affairs of state. Her 
reign officially lasted nearly nine years 
because she appropriated Siptah’s six 
regnal years as her own. 
It is believed that expeditions to the 
turquoise mines in Sinai and Palestine 
were conducted during Twoseret’s 
rule. Her statues were discovered at 
Heliopolis and Thebes, and inscrip-

tions bearing her name were also 
found at Abydos, Hermopolis, Memphis, and 
Nubia. But, the many achievements of this New 

Kingdom monarch went unsung, only 
because, like Hatshepsut, she was a 

woman. 
Sethnakht, her successor, elim-

inated all vestiges of her reign 
swiftly. Egyptological scholar, 
Brian Alm explains the sce-
nario, “The necessity for 
Sethnakht, as it was for 
Thutmose III, was to eradi-
cate the notion of a female 
king. Interestingly, he chose 

to take over KV14 for his 
tomb in the Valley of the Kings 

— Tawoseret’s tomb… (and) 
likely, wanted to erase Tawoseret 

from contemporary thought and 
historical record.”■

Anand Balaji is an independent Egyptological researcher from India, with a special interest in the 
Amarna Period.

Above: Foundation plaque bearing the double cartouches 
of Twoseret. Osama Shukir Muhammed Amin FRCP (Glasg) 
CC BY SA 4.0

 Necklace in Gold Filagree of Queen Twoseret.
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Egyptian Tilapia and Barley Stew
A Recipe Found from the Stomach 
Contents of a 6,000-Year-Old Mummy

By ALICIA MCDERMOTT

ACADEMYOFTASTE
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T HIS recipe is based on an archaeological 
discovery made in an upper Egypt tomb 
dating to around 3500-4000 BC. Differing 
from a typical mummy – which would have 

had its organs in canopic jars, the mummified 
remains of a man were found with his digestive 
system intact. Luckily for the researchers, they 
could even see what his last meal was –  a simple 
soup of barley, green onions, and tilapia.
The Nile tilapia was a food staple and cultural icon 
thousands of years ago for the ancient Egyptians. 
It was also one of the first fish species cul-
tured. The fish they caught in nets or 
speared in the Nile River appeared 
in their art and religion as well as 
on their plates. Much like in the 
tilapia farms around the world 
today, they also raised them 
in enclosed ponds for easier 
access too.
Tilapia was such a feature of 
life that it even had its own 
hieroglyph. Egyptian tombs 
present the fish in ponds and 
it was also a popular shape 
for ancient Egyptian bottles and 
makeup palettes. People believed that 
this fish was a guide for the solar boat of 
the sun-god Ra as it sailed across the sky and it 
warned of the approach of the Apophis serpent 
in the netherworld voyage. The tilapia fish was 
also associated with rebirth and renewal, so its 
likeness was sometimes sewn into death shrouds. 
Moreover, the tilapia was linked to Hathor, the 
goddess of love and women and a symbol of fer-
tility. People would wear amulets depicting the 
tilapia fish to try to increase their own fertility. 
This unusual association may be explained by a 

strange tilapia behavior. Baby fish swim into the 
mother’s mouth for protection soon after hatch-
ing and when danger nears. After the concern 
passed the little one’s emerged, which may have 
been misinterpreted by ancient Egyptians as 
miraculously regenerated fish babies or as cre-
ations born in an unusual manner.
The ancient Egyptians wouldn’t recognize the tila-
pia most people eat today as the same fish they 
favored so long ago…and in some ways they’d be 
right, it’s not the same fish. Farmed tilapia, the 

most accessible version of the fish found 
around the world is selectively bred to 

be white but the wild tilapia found 
near and in the Nile was the dark 

type.
There is also a difference 
between the following recipe 
with the most traditional 
version, the one that was the 
last meal of the mummy men-
tioned above; an authentic 
ancient Egyptian barely and 

tilapia stew would include the 
whole fish - bones, fins, scales 

and all. By using tilapia fillets 
instead, this version is more accessi-

ble and possibly more palatable for the 
modern cook adapting an ancient recipe to their 

own dinner table.
Barley, the other main ingredient in this recipe, 
was a key crop for the ancient Egyptians. It was 
eaten as the grain itself and also used to make 
bread and beer. This grain was such a staple to 
the diet that some say that if an ancient Egyptian 
had barley bread and beer, they had a complete 
diet. Beer was drunk by all levels of society.

Recipe on page 90.
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